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New reports of Syrian military officers selling shoulder-fired anti-aircraft missiles 

to opposition groups suggest the regime may be losing some control over its 

soldiers and weaponry. The emergence of weapon sales between warring 

factions is a dangerous development in the conflict. It raises fears of the 

potential criminalization of armed groups, and concerns over the proliferation 

of arms beyond Syria’s borders.

A SecDev field source with direct access to rebel commanders in the north 

reports that Syrian military officers allegedly sold weapons, including shoulder-

fired, Man Portable Air Defence Systems (MANPADS) for approximately 1.2 

million Syrian Pounds (approximately $21,000 US).1 Another regime officer, 

based in Idlib, was also a regular source of unidentified conventional small 

arms and ammunition, the source added. 

In both cases, the weapons were sold to opposition groups, apparently for 

personal financial gain. These reports confirm a pattern of activity previously 

observed by mainstream media. 

• In October 2012, The Wall Street Journal reported that the FSA 

successfully bought MANPADS and other weapons from Syrian officers. 

The article also suggested that foreign sourced MANPADS were being 

smuggled into Syria through the Turkish border. The weapons were said 

to be sourced from uncontrolled stocks in Libya. The article also alleged 

that Palestinian militants smuggled MANPADS destined for the FSA across 

Syria’s border with Lebanon.2   

 

1 SecDev is not able to confirm the type of MANPADS sold, but it is known the Syrian military pos-
sess Russian made SA-7, SA-14, and SA-18 systems.

2 The articles states the weapons were transported via Lebanon. Lebanese authorities have since 
tightened border controls. Wall Street Journal, October 17 2012. Syrian Rebels Get Missiles. See 
http://professional.wsj.com/article/SB100008723963904436841045780628429296730
74.html?mg=reno64-wsj
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• Writing in The Guardian in December 2012, Ghaith Abdul-Ahad noted, 

“..in the chaotic economics of war, everything has become a commodity.”3 

Abdul-Ahad’s article focused on the escalation of rebel looting in Aleppo to 

finance their war efforts, in addition to the weapons trade amongst opposi-

tion groups.4 

SecDev field sources confirm that opposition groups regularly trade weapons 

and other commodities. Weapons have become a form of surrogate currency 

allowing opposition groups to raise funds and source supplies. At $21,000 

a set, MANPADS are a valuable commodity as they can be readily traded or 

sold for other valuable supplies or money. Consequently, opposition groups 

have an incentive to capture as many weapons as possible from government 

stores even if they do not have immediate use for them on the battlefield. 

They have become in and of themselves an important component of Syria’s 

emerging war economy.

ANALYSIS

Civil wars are a dirty business. Informal war economies are the norm and have 

been well documented in previous conflicts including those in West Africa,5 

Iraq,6 and the Balkans.7 The sale or trade of weapons between formally  

warring factions is not atypical and is often an indication of an entrenched 

criminalization of the conflict.

The fact that Syrian officers, and not just soldiers, are reported to be selling 

weapons suggests a further fragmentation of Syria’s military, and a belief, at 

least among some members of the officer class, that their economic well-being 

trumps state security interests. 

This is worrying.  

 

3 The Guardian. December 27 2012. Syrian Rebels Sidetracked by Scramble for Spoils of War. 
See http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/dec/27/syrian-rebels-scramble-spoils-war

4 Ibid. 

5 Pugh, Michael Charles, Neil Cooper, and Jonathan Goodhand. War economies in a regional 
context: challenges of transformation. Lynne Rienner Pub, 2004.

6 Williams, Phil. Criminals, militias, and insurgents: organized crime in Iraq. Strategic Studies 
Institute, 2009.

7 Kaldor, Mary. New & old wars. Stanford University Press, 2007.
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Syria possesses significant stocks of conventional weapons. If these begin to 

proliferate inside Syria it could have significant repercussions and prolong  

rather than curtail the current conflict. It may also exacerbate violence, 

especially as many of the emerging militant actors inside Syria profess  

extremist views.

It may also represent a major regional source of insecurity. The proliferation 

of small arms is difficult even under the most ideal circumstances. Syria is 

becoming a magnet for foreign fighters in search of jihad. The country is also 

fast becoming a proving ground for extremists for whom the conflict is a means 

to gain operational experiences, and an opportunity to build contacts for future 

campaigns. Easy access to weapons such as MANPADS represents a real 

threat. These weapons are small, concealable, and readily adapted to terrorist 

uses. The fact these weapons are now in the hands of many actors inside Syria 

is a cause for alarm. The potential for spillover is significant, especially given 

Syria’s proximity to Europe and Israel. 
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